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Save your own skin

The need for adequate intake of vitamins by way of regular diet has been well established for over 100 years.  There is no doubt vitamins play an important role in maintaining health and in the prevention of disease.

The use of vitamin supplements, particularly as therapeutic agents – that is agents acting as medicines to treat specific diseases – is somewhat more controversial.  What dose, how often, and for how long, are questions the answers to which, in many cases, are not all that clear.

Most often recently, it’s been the so-called antioxidant vitamins – A, C and E – which have received the most publicity.  Now, it seems, it’s the turn of Vitamin D.

An article in this month’s edition of the American Journal of Public Health suggests that daily supplementation with 1000 international units (about 25 micrograms) of Vitamin D3 has the protective effect with regard to certain cancers.  A reduction in the incidence of colon, breast, prostate and ovarian cancers might be expected, according to researchers at the Moores Cancer Centre, University of California, San Diego.

The study claims that some 18 cancers occur more frequently in the northern states of the US than in the sunnier south.  This is explained by the fact that most Vitamin D is manufactured in the body by exposure to sunlight.

In just about everywhere in Australia 10-15 minutes in the sun each day will be sufficient to generate more than the required amount of Vitamin D.  However, following release of the report in the UK, some doctors there were recommending either supplements or sunbaking.

Of course, sunbaking in Australia is overkill in the worst possible sense of the word.  Sunshine may be hard to come by in Britain and northern Europe and even in the most northerly parts of the USA, but too much Australian sunlight can be very counter productive.

In Australia nearly 400,000 people are treated each year for skin cancer, more than 1300 die; mostly from melanoma – the deadliest form.

Currently the Cancer Council is promoting commonsense for sun lovers with the distribution through pharmacies of the leaflet called “Melanoma: the facts at your fingertips”.

For instance, did you know that more than five sunburns in a lifetime can double your risk of melanoma.   Even one severe sunburn, especially in childhood, is a risk factor; and repeated sun exposure has a cumulative adverse effect – the reason why six out of 10 melanomas occur in people over the age of 55.

The good news is 95% of melanomas can be cured; but early diagnosis is essential.  So check your skin regularly.  Look for a spot, a mole or a freckle that appears different – or maybe a new spot that wasn’t there before.  Get to know your skin well.  Use mirrors strategically placed to view these hard-to-get-at places, or you might be able to ask your partner to help with a routine inspection.

From the scalp, neck and ears; right down to the feet – the soles, toes and nailbed; the whole body needs not so much a makeover as a thorough going over.

You can get more information at the Cancer Council website www.cancercouncil.com.au or call in to your local Self Care pharmacy to pick up a copy of the fact card titled “Sense in the Sun”.  Phone 1300 369 772 for the nearest location.

And if you just never, ever see the light of day; perhaps you’re in hospital or a nursing home, or your religious or cultural traditions mean you’re covered up most of the time; then talk to your doctor or pharmacist about the possible benefits of a Vitamin D supplement.
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